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SOUTH  DORCHESTER/FIELDS  CORNER  NEIGHBORHOOD   PROFILE 

Introductory  Overview 

The  Dorchester  area  extends  from  Edward  Everett  Square  to  Mattapan  Square,  and 
includes  a  population  of  well  over  100,000  people.     Were  it  not  located  within  Boston, 
it  would  be  a  major  Massachusetts  city  in  its  own  right.     Dorchester  includes  North 
Dorchester/Uphams  Corner  and  Mattapan/Franklin,  as  well  as  South  Dorchester/Fields 
Corner,  the  focus  of  this  neighborhood  profile.     The  South  Dorchester/Fields  Corner 
planning  district  includes  the  area  between  Dorchester  Bay  and  the  Midlands  Branch 
Railroad  alignment,  extending  from  Meeting  House  Hill  on  the  north  to  Lower  Mills  on 
the  Neponset  River. 

South  Dorchester/Fields  Corner  contains  much  neighborhood  diversity.     Housing  styles 
vary  from  tripledeckers  to  new  ranch-style  homes,  and  from  ornate  Victorian  mansions 
to  recent,  large  apartment  buildings.     Racial  composition  and  income  mix  are  equally 
diverse,  and  the  area  now  holds  and  attracts  more  young  families. 

The  advent  of  major  suburban  shopping  centers  after  World  War  II,  changing 
neighborhoods  and  shifting  product  demands  have  all  contributed  to  a  decline  of  the 
old  streetcar-oriented  commercial  areas  such  as  Codman  Square,  Fields  Corner,  Bowdoin 
Street  and  Dorchester  Avenue.     The  South  Dorchester  waterfront  is  also  a  major 
opportunity  that  is  currently  underutilized,  but  a  spirit  of  renewed  confidence  and 
revitalization  is  infusing  into  Dorchester's  neighborhoods. 

I.  Neighborhood  History 

The  Town  of  Dorchester  was  settled  and  incorporated  in   1630.     At  that  time  it 
included  both  South  Boston  and  Hyde  Park.     The  Dorchester  North  Burying  Ground  at 
Uphams  Corner,  established  in   1634,  and  the  Blake  House  at  Edward  *Everett  Square, 
constructed  around  1650,  are  reminders  of  the  earliest  days  of  Dorchester.     For  nearly 
200  years,  it  developed  primarily  as  a  farming  area;  its  waterfront  and  the  Neponset 
River  provided  the  basis  for  small  commercial  villages  at  Lower  Mills  and  near  " 
Commercial  Point. 

The  seeds  of  its  suburban  relationship  to  Boston  were  sown  during  the  early  1800's 
when  large  estates  and  summer  homes  were  built,  particularly  near  the  tops  of 
numerous  hills,  to  provide  wealthy  Bostonians  an  escape  from  the  crowded  sections  of 
the  city. 

In  1804  South  Boston  was  separated  from  Dorchester  and  annexed  to  the  city. 
Dorchester  was  further  reduced  in  size  when,  in   1868,  Hyde  Park  became  a  separate 
town.     Two  years  later,  Dorchester,  then  a  rural  town  of  12,000  residents,  was 
annexed  to  Boston,  initiating  a  period  of  very  rapid  suburban  development.     Based  on 
the  extension  of  the  streetcar  lines  and  the  municipal  water  supply,  the  population 
rose  rapidly  to   150,000  persons  by   1920. 

The  development  of  Dorchester  is  exemplified  by  Ashmont  Hill,  where  George  Welles 
carefully  laid  out  a  pattern  of  streets  and  house  lots  over  the  entire  estate.     In   1872, 
Welles  built  a  number  of  speculative  houses  at  strategic  locations  in  order  to 
stimulate  the  sale  of  house  lots.     One  and  two  family  houses  in  a  variety  of  Victorian 
styles  were  constructed  throughout  Dorchester  during  this  period. 

Soon  a  new  building  code  stimulated  the  development  of  the  three  family  prototype 
which  became  known  as  the  tripledecker.     Built  in  a  wide  range  of  sizes,  styles  and 
quality  (ranging  from  spacious  and  elegantly  detailed  to  the  simplest  of  basic  housing), 
tripledeckers  were  popular  in  most  sections  of  the  city  being  developed  in  the  early 
1900s. 
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The  streetcar  lines  produced  a  pattern  of  commercial  strip  development  along  major 
streets  with  services  within  walking  distance  of  most  dwellings  and  convenient  to  the  - 
major  transportation  system,  while  industrial  uses  were  located  close  to  their  critical 
transportation  links,  the  railroad  lines  and  the  waterfront. 

After  World  War  II,  fundamental  nationwide  changes  in  patterns  of  development 
resulted  from  new  highway  construction,  widespread  automobile  ownership,  availability 
of  single  family  FHA  and  VA  mortgages,  the  growth  of  truck  transportation,  and  the 
rearing  of  the  "baby  boom  generation."     Tastes  swung  toward  a  suburban  ideal  of 
single  family  homes,  quarter  acre  lots,  drive-in  stores,  and  truck  oriented  businesses 
and  economic  development.     The  rapid  suburban  expansion  into  Milton,  Randolph  and 
similar  towns  drained  away  many  of  Dorchester's  upper  and  middle  income  residents 
and,  more  importantly,  their  children  from  its  "old  fashioned:  residential  neighborhoods, 
while  migration  brought  newcomers  from  the  South  and  abroad. 

Today,  however,  tastes  are  again  shifting  back  toward  urban  living  as  more  young 
families  remain  in  Dorchester,  attracting  new  residents.     Their  reason  are  varied,  but 
basically  many  have  found  that  Dorchester's  neighborhoods  are  being  viewed  by  more 
and  more  people  as  good  places  to  live. 

Table  la.     Population  and  Housing,   1950  -   1980 

1950  1960  1970  1980 

__ 

Population  83,102   (10.4)        76,690  (11.0)        74,415   (11.6)        59,123   (10.5) 

Housing   units  22,002   (    9.9)         22,442   (    9.4)         23,261    (10.0)       ,21,808    (    9.0) 

Persons/unit  3.8  3.4  3.2  2.7 

Note:  figures  in  brackets  are  percent  of  Boston  total. 

Source:  a) 

See  section  at  end  of  profile  describing  sources,  as  well  as  the  methodology. 

II.  Demographics 

Although  South  Dorchester  lost  over  23,000  in  population  between   1950  and   1980  due 
to  declining  household  size,  it  has  recently  stabilized  and  even  regained  some 
population  in  the   1980s.     The  median  age  of  its  residents,  27.0  years,  was  a  little 
lower  than  that  of  the  city.  A  great  number  of  children,  ages  0  to   14,  make  South 
Dorchester  one  of  Boston's  primary  child-raising  neighborhoods,  along  with  Mattapan 
and  Jamaica  Plain. 

Table  Ha.     Population,   1985' 

Total         Population  in  Household  Persons  per 

group  quarters  population  household 

South  Dorchester  60,373  1,520  58,853  3.0 

City  of  Boston  601,095  49,595  551,500  2.4 

Note  difference  between  total  population  and  household  population. 
Most  of  the  following  tables  refer  to  household  population  as  explained 
in  the  end  notes  for  source  b). 
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Table  lib.  Age  Composition  of  Household  Population.   1985 

(in  percent) 

Median 

age  0-14        15-24       25-34       35-54         55+ 


South  Dorchester        27.0  yrs        24  23  18  21  14 

City  of  Boston  28.8  yrs        17  23  22  20  18 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to  100  due  to  rounding. 
Source:  b) 

Racially,  South  Dorchester  had  a  mixed  populace  somewhat  similar  to  the  South  End  or 
Jamaica  Plain  .     Whites  predominated  at  51   percent  while  blacks  accounted  for  35 
percent,  and  Asians  for  2  percent  of  total  population.     Over  4,000  persons,  7  percent 
of  its  population,  are  of  Spanish-speaking  origin. 

Table  lie.  Racial/Ethnic  Composition  of  Household  Population,   1985 

(in  percent) 

White,  not         Black         Hispanic*         Asian         Other 
Hispanic  races 

South  Dorchester  51  35  7  2  5 

City  of  Boston  62  25  7  5  1 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to  100  due  to  rounding. 

*  Hispanic  includes  self-designated  Hispanics  plus  those  who  speak  Spanish  in  the 

home  or  were  born  in  a  Spanish-speaking  country 

Source:  b) 

In  1985,  traditional  couples,  with  or  without  children,  and  single-parent  families  were 
overrepresented  in  South  Dorchester,  whereas  single  house-holders  were  under- 
represented  because  its  dwellings  are  suited  to  larger  households. 

Table  lid.  Household  Composition,   1985 
(in  percent) 

Traditional         Single  Single  Household 

families  and       parent  person        of  unrelated 

couples        households      household      individuals 

South  Dorchester  42  21  21  16 

City  of  Boston  36  16  34  14 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to   100  due  to  rounding. 
Source:   b) 

III.     Income  and  Poverty 

South  Dorchester  residents  had  a  slightly  lower  median  household  income  than  average 

in  the  city  of  Boston  in   1984.     Significant  numbers  of  low-income  residents  were 

mainly  found  among  minority  families  with  children.     Overall,  persons  in  South 

Dorchester  had  a  29  percent  poverty  rate,  considerably  above  the  21   percent  rate 

citywide. 
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Table  Ilia.  Median  Household  Income  and  Portion  in  Poverty,   1979  and  1984 

Median  household  income  Percent  in  poverty 

1979  1984  1984  1984 

all  all  all         unrelated 


1979 

1984 

persons 

persons 

families 

persons 

South  Dorchester 

$13,751 

$18,600 

19 

29 

27 

14 

City  of  Boston 

12,530 

19,250 

20 

21 

22 

17 

Source:  b) 

IV.     Mobility  and  Migrat: 

ion 

Despite  considerable  outmigration  during  the  past  thirty  years,  nearly  three  out  of 
every  five  South  Dorchester  residents  were  born  in  Massachusetts,  a  proportion  above 
the  citwide  average.     Although  general  mobility  patterns  mirrored  the  city  averages, 
more  households  had  remained  in  their  homes  or  apartments  from  two  to  five  years. 

Table  IVa.  Place  of  Birth  of  1985  Residents 
(in  percent) 

Massachusetts      Other  U.S.  Europe  Elsewhere 

and  Canada 

South  Dorchester  59  20  3  18 

City  of  Boston  55  25  5  15 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to   100  due  to  rounding. 
Source:  b> 

Table  IVb.  Years  in  Dwelling  Unit  of  1985  Household  Residents 

(in  percent) 


<2 

2-5 

6-10 

11-15 

16-1 

South  Dorchester 

24 

36 

13 

11 

15 

City  of  Boston 

28 

27 

16 

10 

19 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to   100  due  to  rounding. 
Source:  b) 

V.  .  Employment 

Because  South  Dorchester  is  so  large,  local  differences  in  employment  between  its  sub' 

neighborhoods  average  out  close  to  the  citywide  patterns. 

Table  Va.  Labor  Force  Status,  Spring   1985 
(in  percent) 


Participation  rate 
(Persons  aged   16  yrs  +) 

68 

Unemployment 
rate 

South  Dorchester 

8 

City  of  Boston 

66 

6 

Source:  b) 
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Table  Vb.  Industry  of  Resident  Workers,   1985 
(in  percent) 

Manuf'g        Trade        F.I.R.E"      Services        Gov't  Other 

South  Dorchester  17  16  8  32  16  12 

City  of  Boston  14  16  8  36  11  15 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to   100  due  to  rounding. 

•     F.I.R.E.  is  an  abbreviation  for  Finance,  Insurance  and  Real  Estate. 

Source:  b) 

South  Dorchester  contains  about  16,700  jobs.     It  has  a  small  manufacturing  base  and 
about  5,500  jobs  in  services,  primarily  in  health  related  industries,  located  in  the 
neighborhood.     Otherwise,  being  quite  residential,  workplaces  in  Dorchester  are  limited- 
to  a  few  small  commercial  districts. 

Table  Vc.  Employment  Located  Within  Neighborhood,   1983 

Manuf'g        Trade        F.I.R.E.      Services        Gov't  Other 

South  Dorchester  1,000  4,200  600  5,500  3,400  2.00Q 

City  of  Boston  48,900         81,000         78,800        171,000        91,500         58,100 

Source:  c) 

i 

VI.       Housing 

Like  many  of  the  districts  a  little  farther  from  downtown,  much  of  Dorchester  is 
dominated  by  1-4  unit  frame  housing,  the  reknowned  tripledeckers.  Here  however,  over 
three  out  of  four  such  structures  are  resident-owned.     There  is  comparatively  little 
assisted  housing  throughout  Dorchester.     In  the  past  five  years,   vacancies  in  its  one 
to  four-family  structures  have  diminished  significantly,  from  9  percent  to  5  percent, 
as  relatively  low  property  values  made  many  Dorchester  neighborhoods  attractive  to 
homebuyers.     In  South  Dorchester  there  have  been  some  300  condominium  conversions, 
as  well  as  about  600  accessory  apartments  installed. 

Property  values  in  South  Dorchester  have  increased  sharply,  but  in    1985   1-3  family 
values  as  well  as  rents  were  still  below  citywide  averages. 
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Table  Via.  Housing  Stock  Composition  by  Structure  Types,   1980  and  1985 

(in  dwelling  units) 
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Source:  c) 
Table  VIb.   1-3  Family  Property  Values  and  Median  Gross  Rents,    1980  and   1985 


South  Dorchester 
City  of  Boston 
Source:   b) 


1-3  family  property  values 
1979  1985 

$25,000  $   93,000 

32,000  115,000 


Median  monthly  gross  rents 
1980  1985 


$267 
254 


$380 
400 
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VII.     Transportation 

Commuting  to  work,  42  percent  used  the  MBTA  and  52  percent  commuted  by  car, 
because  considerably  fewer  than  average  can  walk  to  work.     In  terms  of  car  ownership,, 
only  one  third  of  the  households  owned  no  vehicles  as  of  1985,  and  one  fifth  were  two 
car  households. 

Table  Vila.  Means  of  Household  Transportation  to  Work,   1985 

(in  percent) 

Vehicle  MBTA  Walk  Other 

South  Dorchester  52  42  5  1 

City  of  Boston  50  33  15  3 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to   100  due  to  rounding. 
Source:  b) 

Table  Vllb.  Number  of  Vehicles  Owned  per  Household,   1985 

(in  percent) 

None  1  2         3  or  more 

South  Dorchester  32  45  20  3 

City  of  Boston  39  42  14  5 

Note:  Percent  may  not  total  to   100  due  to  rounding. 
Source:  b) 

VII.     Summary  of  Recent  and  Imminent  Development 

The  development  activity  in  South  Dorchester  will  have  totalled  $86.5  M  (million)  over 
the  1975  to-  1989  period,  according  to  source  e).     Residential  development  will  have 
provided  $63  M,  or  73  percent  of  all  investment  in  the  planning  district,  creating 
1,144  dwelling  units  (DU),  of  which  336  DU  will  be  new  construction  (29%),  690  DU  will 
be  adaptive  reuse  (60%),  and   118  DU  will  be  renovations  (10%).  The  types  of  housing 
this  will  generate  includes  621   rental  units  (54%),  248  condo  units  (22%),   103  B.H.A. 
units  (9%),   17  cooperative  apartments  (1.5%),   13  single  family  units  (1%),  and   142 
unclassified  units  (12%).  There  are  also  22  lodging  house  rooms  being  developed. 

Industrial  construction,  which  comprises  10  percent  of  all  development,  will  have  been 
the  second  most  significant  development  sector.     A  total  of  263,000  square  feet  (SF)  of 
industrial  space  will  have  been  developed,  accommodating  up  to  250  industrial  jobs,  of 
which  half  are  new  jobs  and  half  are  jobs  retained  through  renovations. 

The  office  industry  is  also  playing  a  significant  role  in  this  district  with  an 
investment  of  $4.7  M,  which  is  5  percent  of  all  development  in  this  period.     It  will 
have  produced  81,000  SF  of  office  space. 

Parking  and  transportation  development  in  South  Dorchester  is  substantial  with  an 
investment  of  $3  M  which  will  have  produced   1100  parking  spaces,  resulting  from 
construction  at  the  Carney  Hospital  renovation  in  the  early   1970's,  and  the  Baker 
Chocolate  Mill  residential  conversion,  which  will  be  completed  by  1989. 
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AB.PFL6/10goetze 
Sources  and  Methodology 

a)  -     U.S.  Census  of  Population  and  Housing,  1950  -  1980 


same  methodology  was  employed  win  to  «hfit  '  ""?"  flV*  years  later'   th« 
neighborhood  &.    WSSiW  -^^rXt-rr^Uon 

Planning.     However    this  divides  the  ,,?,<►.?"?  diStrlCt  is  valuable  'or 
limits  reliability  tests u    TtaStaScZTSSS!  S lU  Jnt0  $0  many  cells  that  " 
rather  than  conclusive.  mrerences  should  therefore  be  viewed  as  suggests 

O  -     Boston's  Changing  Housing  Patterns    1970  m  ;o«   d„.#  r. 

B.R.A.,  November  1986.     The   1980  US    C.n«,«  h  *         .     "^^  consultant  to  th< 
assisted  dwelling  units  or  the  structure  types  wUhin^wMch"/,!"1*  ldentify 
does  not  indicate  the  type  of  stock  in   »K,!i       ,   .   lch  they  occur  Jt  a^o 
rental  dwellings  are  in  resident-owned  st™L™ "doninlum,s  are  locate,  or  when 
data  were  carefully  analyzed  to  obtatn  f„  ™       f-     The/efore-  available  city 
patterns,  as  described  tn  this  source  paper  ^  ^"^  CUrrent  houslnt 

multi-unit  structures.     The  1 -4s    dubh-rf     1    J/— 1  *        th°Se  in  5  or  more 
singles,  duplexes  and  triple-deckers    and  J^  f°r  ''"f.18  famlly-  are  larSe'y 
occupancy.     PrAptSF  designates  theorivtr.^  *  h3Ve  a  hlgh  rate  °f  ow"" 

districts,  shown  as  CondoSP      converslon  ot  triple-deckers  commenced  in  some 

%££*£  cdoensiom!ntuVss  £&*£  5Sr2r,EK rentais  in  this  stock- 

managed  by  the  Boston  Housing  Authoritv    bba      £?* "^  housing  owned  and 
refers  the  to  privately-owne d.t,  opments agisted  und^  h°"Sin5'  Sub»H«a. 
as  Section  221(d)(3).  Section  236.  and  Section  8    a,  „»^f       SU°h  federal  Dro8ra^ 
programs  under  EOCD  and  MHPa      ry.2  I      , v    '.        we"  as  s':ate  assistance 

in  multifamily  structures    whereas  th*  "f^.,"1""  aSSisted  housin*  te"°*  to  be 
1-4  unit  stock.     U"Ures'  wnereas  the  rehabilitated  stock  is  more  likely  to  be  in 

™J$£^  £££$£*  ta  "<*  «-  Po^d  is  distributed,  as 
d)  -     U.S.  Bureau  ot  the  Census,   ■■County  Business  Patterns,-  1983 

6>  "     MarkTh^on^Apra^r  ST  %T°"-  "75  "  ""•  J°"n  Avault  and 
the  BRA  Research  Department  compilation,  maintained  on  "ULTRALIST"  by 


